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By Raymond, Coffey

ASHINGTON—In a way, the Vietnam
War is not over yet, not really.

Not for President Reagan, not for the
Pentagon, the CIA, Congress, not for any

us.* ,
The fall of Saigon 10 years ag0 this week

marked the end of a lot of things, but it did not
mark an end to the Vietnam War’s enduring and
undeniable impact on the American political-
policy process.

Think back only to last week.

Had there been no Vietnam, would Congress
have dared to deny the President’s request for a
measly $14 million in direct military aid to sup-
port a guerrilla insurgency against what Reagan
calls a Soviet-Cuban inspired communist regime
in Nicaragua?

Almost certainly not.

One of the principal enduring consequences of
the Vietham War is that it changed profoundly the
institutional and attitudinal balance on which the
country decides when and where to commit its
troops and treasure, when and where to go to war.

The Constitution grants only Congress the power
to “‘declare war,” but it makes the President the
«commander-in-chief’’ of the armed forces. In
practice, since World War 11, the United States’
last formally declared war, the President pretty
. much had his way in deciding where and when to
¢ commit U.S. troops—Korea, Vietnam, Lebanon
and Grenada, for instance.

Even after John Kennedy’s Bay of Pigs fiasco
until Vietnam, presidents also pretty much had

involving coups, INSUrgencies and even assassina-

tion attempts. S
Since vietnam, though, Congress has dealt itself

a stronger hand in these matters and presidents—
as Reagan has discovered on both Lebanon and
Nicaragua—are having to live with new inhibitions
__on their exercise of power. .. -

ine out of the Vietnam

Some restraints growin
i ] T formal—most nota-

experience are legislative 0
blv the War Powers Act of 1973

bly_the War Powers O%: o
sional oversi ht committees t
Central Inte“xgence Agency to account.
Some of the new inhibitions placed on the
President’s exercise of power are merely ‘‘attl-
tudinal” or “psychological,” as a senior foreign
affairs staff member on Capitol Hill put it. That
is, they reflect a ‘great fearfulness’’ in Congress
about ever getting involved in ‘‘another V;etngm',”
and that concern has produced an enduring INsis-
tence among members of Congress that they be
fully involved at every step in war-peace de-
cisions. /

their way in_deciding on CIA covert_operations '
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hat now call the <

These attitudinal inhibitiohs also are evident at
the Pentagon, where the top brass, W
much of the political heat for Vietnam,

part of any more unpopular wars.

Though these attitudinal or psycholo
straints have no formal weight or struct

have nonetheless acquired a deti-
nite formidableness.

As with just about everything
else concerning Vietnam, these
shifts in the policy and decision-
making processes are a matter of
ongoing heated debate.

Have they made us a handcuffed
giant unable to assert and defend
our vital interests, as critics would
contend? Or have they only made
us wiser, more prudent, less arro-
gant about our ability to make the
world spin our way, as the advo-
cates would have it? o

Under the War Powers Act of
1973, for instance, the President is
allowed to send U.S. combat troops
into battle or into areas of ‘“‘im-
minent” hostilities for only 60 days
without either a declaration of war
by Congress or a specific congres-
sional mandate for their mission.

The act does not, however, say-
what Congress can do if the Presi-
dent refuses to comply.

Former Sen. Charles Percy [R.,

111.], until this year the chairman
of the prestigious Foreign Rela-
tions Committee and a principal
advocate of the War Powers Act,
thinks the act is ““gbsolutely essen-
tial” to the conduct of foreign poli-
cy.
- “No president wants restraints,
of course,” Percy said, but without
restraints it becomes too easy to
“stumble into quicksand” as in
Vietnam.
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“There are limits to what a
great power can do." Percy said.
and getting into the war in Viet-
nam was a ‘‘mistake.”

Percy also noted that Congress
invoked the War Powers Act in
limiting the time Reagan could
keep the Marine Corps in Lebanon.
“You don't see a lot of people
wanting [the U.S.] to rush back to
Lebanon,” he added.

Percy said other restraints im-
posed on the presidency in the
aftermath of Vietnam have proved
useful. He thinks there will be no
serious move to repeal the act,
which he described as ‘‘an
ingrained part of our law.”

Some of the other restraints im-
osed post-vietnam _include sec-
tions of the Foreign Assistance Act
that condition U.S. aid on a coun-
fry's human _rights record; the
Clark Amendment of 1976, which
prohibited covert aid to anti-Marx-
ist_puerrillas in_Angola; and the
1982 Boland Amendment, which set
the stage for cutting o aig to
tge ;;contra; re;eis n Excara a.

Tormer President Richard
Nixon, among others, disputes
Percy on all points.

In his latest book, “No More
Vietnams,” Nixon charges that the
War Powers Act “makes it impos--
sible for a president to act swiftly
and in a crisis and permits Con-
gress to pull our troops, put sim-
ply, by doing nothing—by failing to
pass either a resolution for or
against the president’s action.”

Nixon said the ‘‘squeaky-clean
human rights”” provisions of the
Foreign Assistance Act would, for
instance, have barred the U.S.
from ‘‘assisting our ally, the Soviet
Union, against Hitler” had the
laws been in effect during World
War II. The Clark Amendment
“gave Cuba and the Soviet Union
the_green light for their covert
activities in Angola and around the
world,’ Nixon said.

“Wars cannot be waged without
the support of the Congress and
the people,” Nixon acknowledged.
But *“there are times when the

Congress and the people may not
recognize our vital interests in
« Third World conflicts.”

k Nixon's argument is precisely

what concerns those who favor
. restraints—the idea that only the
" President knows where our vital
© interests lie. :

The War Powers Act never has
been tested in court, though that
could come as the Nicaragua con-
troversy continues.

r

Secretary of State George Shultz
has been highly critical of the
restraints the act places on the
President's freedom: 7 action as
commander-in-chief. _ast vear,
amid the struggle ov.r the U.S.
Marine presence in Lebanon,
Shultz gingerly approved the idea
of a Supreme Court test of the act.

He remarked in congressional
testimony that the balance of au-
thority in recent years has moved
“very much in the congressional
direction” and said he would *‘wel-
come a more thorough review, in-
cluding getting the lawyers into
the act, and so on, because I think
myself that we're getting off the
track.”

Minus a court test, though, any
serious move to repeal the War
Powers Act seems unlikely to suc-
ceed.

Some experts had expected such
a move as the Vietnam memory
dimmed, but none has developed.
Congress seems, if anything, in-
creasingly determined to hang on
to the enhanced role it has claimed
for itself.

Beyond such formal restraints,
there linger in our policy-decision
process the self-imposed inhibi-
tions of attitude.

Perhaps the most striking mani-
festation of this recently was De-
fense Secretary Caspar Weinber-
ger's speech late last year in
which, drawing on the U.S. experi-
ence in Korea and Vietnam, he
outlined six tests to be applied
when deciding whether to send

American troops into combat
abroad. )

Among them, Weinberger said, if
we do decide to commit combat
troops ‘“‘we should do so whole-
heartedly and with the clear inten-
tion of winning.”

Another point he made was that
before troops are committed,
“there must be some reasonable
assurance we will have the support
of the American people and their
elected representatives in Con-
gress.”

What gave the speech its special
resonance was the fact that Wein-
berger was clearly reflecting the
attitude of the Pentagon’s top
brass, which has not recovered
from the abuse and recrimination
hurled at the military over Viet-
nam.

Weinberger, who also is critical
of the War Powers Act restraints,
said sending U.S. troops into com-
bat should be *“‘a last resort.”

Curiously, too, Weinberger, a re-
nowned “hawk’” as well as the
man in charge of the nation’s mili-
tary might, appeared to be taking
a more cautious line than Shultz,
who is generally characterized as
a moderate and who is in charge
of the diplomatic, rather than mili-
tary, approach to crisis.
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Though Shultz has agreed with
the need for public support, a pre-
cise mission and *enough resourc-
e« to finish the job™ before com-
mitting troops, he also has said:

“There will always be mstances
that fall short of an all-out national
commitment on the scale of World

War 1I. The need to avoid no-win
situations cannot mean that we
turn automatically away from
hard-to-win situations that call for
prudent involvement.”’

Some of the most interesting
views on how the Vietnam legacy
affects U.S. behavior, and how 1t
will in the future, come from peo-
ple who were intimately and pain-
fully involved in that war.

One such is James Webb, a
Naval Academy graduate and one
of the more decorated Marines of
the war, who was severely woun-
ded in Vietnam and who later
wrote a best-selling novel about it,
“Fields of Fire.”

Webb, an assistant secretary of
defense for reserve affairs, said
the principal lesson 10 be learned
from Vietnam is that “you can't
fight a war and debate it at the
same time.”

The U.S. military, Webb said,
still feels “‘very deeply the sting of
having been sent off to fight and
then having the rug pulled out
from under them. . .. It's as if the
nation that called on us to bleed
decided we should be ashamed of
our scars.” )

Barry Zorthian, ‘who for five
years directed the U.S. Public Af-
fairs operation in Saigon, dispen-
sing the official version of the war,
said he doubts we’ll ever get back
to the sort of situation in which
almost on whim *‘Teddy Roosevelt
was able to send a fleet halfway

around the world” to assert Amer-
ican intercsts.

In the days before and during

Vietnam, presidential authorit
and CIA operational license proba-
ply had ' gotten out of hand,” he
said.

Then in the immediate after-
math, he said, “the pendulum
swung the other way” and tight
restraints were imposed. But now,

- Zorthian said he thinks the govern-
" ment's “trust and credibility’’ are
on the upswing again and the ins1s-
tence on restraints may lessen.

Some of the restraints imposed
were ‘‘undesirable and unneces-
-sary,” he said, but the “pendulum
is swinging back and hopefully
we'll wind up with a decent balan-
ce.”

Maybe. Biit> for now—a gencra-
tion after it.all began for us, and 10
years after it ended in communist
conquest of .Vietnam—the war
lingers on in our approach to the
world. : . )
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Reagan, wko considers the Viet-
nam War a ‘noble cause.” now
calls the contra rebels in Nicara-
gua ‘‘freedom fighters’” and the
moral equivalent of our own
Founding Fathers.

House Speaker Thomas O’'Neill
[D., Mass.], among the first Viet-
nam War «supporters to break
ranks with Johnson and to call for
a U.S. pullout there, calls the con-
tras ‘‘butchers and maimers” and
said he thinks Reagan will not be
“happy until American troops are
in there [Nicaragua] and I want to
do everything in my power to pre-
vent it. ..."

1t is not over

. Raymond Coffey is chief of The Tribyne's Wash-
ington bureau.
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